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Test the spirits                                         26/1/20  dkm 
Read: Jeremiah 29:1-14, 1John 4 
Text: 1John 4:1-6 
Psalms: 125, 119:105-112, 19:7-13, 19:14  
When Paul and Silas walked down the street in Philippi they were 
followed by a slave girl crying out, ‘These men are servants of the 
Most High God, who proclaim to us the way of salvation’ (Acts 16:7). 
We might think the apostle Paul would have be pleased to have this 
girl telling people to listen to him, but he wasn’t. He turned to the 
girl commanding, in the name of Jesus Christ, the ‘spirit of divination’ 
to come out of her. Evil spirits are real, and evil spirits know there is 
a God. Even the demons believe there is a God (James 2:19). This 
slave girl, or the spirit in her, spoke of the Most High God but not of 
Jesus Christ. This girl was able to tell fortunes and maybe perform 
counterfeit miracles by the power of the evil spirit. Unbelievers are 
prone to superstition, to believing any and every spirit that blows 
their way- the Greek ‘pneuma’ means ‘wind’ or ‘spirit’!   
 
Another incident in the ministry of the apostles involved the Holy 
Spirit, the third person of the Trinity. Peter and John went down to 
Samaria where mixed-race Jews had heard the gospel, believed and 
been baptized (Acts 8). Simon, who had been a sorcerer, believed 
and was baptized. He was amazed when Peter laid hands on 
believers and they received the Holy Spirit. However, Simon had not 
really left his old ways. His focus was on spiritual power and the 
supernatural, not on salvation. The church fathers called the Simon 
the first Gnostic. There are people in the church today whose focus is 
on the spectacular gifts of the Spirit, rather than on sin and salvation. 
Sometimes they are not discerning of the spirits. They do not test the 
spirits, as commanded by John. Our first point is this ‘command to 
test the spirits’, our second, the ‘content of the teaching’, and third, 
the ‘character of those who listen’. 
 
1. Command to test the spirits 
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John was writing to the church towards the end of the first century. 
Some, possibly many, had left this church because ‘they were not of 
us’ (2:19); they had departed from apostolic teaching or orthodox 
doctrine. It is thought that Gnostic teaching was entering the church, 
teaching that focussed on special, superior knowledge (in Greek 
‘gnosis’ means ‘to know’). This ‘higher’ teaching disregarded the 
body or the flesh and emphasized the mind or learning. This teaching 
led to either immorality or asceticism. It lead to a disregard for the 
commandment (2:4) and a disregard for love within the fellowship of 
believers (2:9).   
 
At the heart of this heresy was false teaching regarding the person of 
Jesus Christ, in particular his incarnation. If matter, including the 
flesh, is evil, how could God take on a human body? Some, like 
Cerinthus, taught that the Spirit of God came upon Jesus at his 
baptism and left before his death on the cross, because God cannot 
die! The whole idea of sacrifice for sin was unnecessary, and 
unworthy of modern man; they thought it archaic and barbaric. We 
hear the same philosophy expressed today- there is nothing new 
under the sun! But this philosophy is just as deadly today as it was in 
John’s day.   
 
John commands his ‘beloved’ in the church to ‘test the spirits’ (4:1). 
There are two types of spirit; those that convey error and those that 
convey truth (4:6). The error that they convey centres around Christ- 
it is an error in their Christology. Christology, or more broadly the 
Trinity, was a battle ground in the early church, a battle ground that 
continues today. Many have gone out of the church to follow groups 
like the Jehovah Witnesses and the Mormons. We must test these 
groups on the basis of their Christology. This is the tool John gives us.  
 
Even within the church, we find confusion regarding the doctrine of 
the Trinity. The rise of Pentecostalism has seen emphasis being given 
to the Spirit, often at the cost of emphasis upon the word of God. 
People like worship to be an emotional and ecstatic experience. 
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Reading the Bible is not seen as worship. John makes it clear that 
Spirit and word must go together. The Spirit does not bring new 
revelation but reminds us of words of Scripture, and confronts us 
with them. The Spirit is not only present in the exercise of so-called 
spectacular gifts; he is also present in the reading of the Bible. I 
remember Christians desperately trying to speak in tongues because 
this would authenticate the presence of the Spirit. Christians started 
saying, ‘The Spirit told me to do this or that’; sometimes the ‘this or 
that’ was contrary to the written commands of God. 
 
In these verses John tells the early church to ‘test the spirits whether 
they are of God’. If the spirit tells you to do something contrary to 
the word of God it cannot be the Spirit of God. If it is not the Spirit of 
God it must be the spirit of the Antichrist; it must be a word from the 
devil (4:3). The person proudly telling you they have a revelation 
from the Spirit will be shocked to hear you tell them it is a word from 
the Antichrist or the devil, but this must be the case if it is contrary to 
what is written in the Bible.   
 
2. Content of the teaching 
Although the word ‘Trinity’ is not found in the Bible, the truth about 
the Godhead is clearly taught. In the account of creation God said, 
‘Let Us make man in Our image’- note the plural pronouns (Gen 
1:26). Joshua met the Commander of the Lord’s army, and 
worshipped him (Josh 5:13-15). Jesus spoke of God as his Father 
saying, ‘I and my Father are one’ (John 10:30). He spoke of himself 
and his Father coming to live in the believer, after promising the 
Spirit of truth to dwell in them (John 14:17, 23). In Matthew 28:19 
Jesus commands baptism in the name of the Father, of the Son, and 
of the Holy Spirit. John actually uses the term ‘Spirit of God’ or ‘Spirit 
of truth’ rather than the Holy Spirit (despite 5:7).  
 
The previous chapter ended with a reference to the Spirit whom God 
has given us (3:24). This was in the context of being assured that ‘He’ 
or God abides in us. Here in chapter 4 John warns us that spirits 
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other than the Holy Spirit are active in this fallen world. Such spirits 
speak through false teachers, or false prophets as John calls them 
here, probably because these men were claiming to speak by the 
Spirit of God. People who claim to speak ‘in the Spirit’ can be very 
persuasive.  
 
Years ago I was in a prayer meeting where people were waiting for 
‘the spirit’ to speak. A fellow jumped up claiming to have received a 
message; the message was, ‘Be still and know that I am God’. 
Thankfully the message was in accord with the word of God. But 
what if ‘the spirit’s message’ was for someone to divorce their 
husband or wife? Clearly the message received was not from the 
Spirit of God.  
 
Some men teach truth and others teach error (4:1,6). The apostles 
Paul and Peter similarly warn of false teachers coming up in the 
church (1Tim 4:1, 2Peter 2:1). How are we to tell who is a deceiver? 
John assures us that we can know. We first test their Christology, 
their doctrine of Christ. He refers to the spirit by which they speak 
because this is either the Spirit of truth or the spirit of error. 
Teachers of truth will ‘confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh’ 
(4:2), or that Jesus is the Christ come in the flesh. Jesus is the name 
Joseph obediently gave to Mary’s Son- the name means ‘one who 
saves’. Apart from Herod’s enquiry about where the Christ was to be 
born, the first person to call Jesus ‘Christ’ was Peter when he 
confessed, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living God’ (Mat 16:16).  
 
‘Christ’ is Greek for ‘Messiah’ which means, ‘Anointed of God’. The 
prophets spoke of God sending Messiah. It is interesting that Peter 
combines the terms ‘Christ’ and ‘Son of God’. John does the same: he 
calls anyone who denies that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, a liar 
and antichrist (2:22, 23). So when we use the name Jesus Christ we 
are confessing both his humanity and his divinity. We must test a 
teacher as to their confession of Jesus Christ our Lord. 
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The false prophets referred to by John did not acknowledge the 
humanity of Jesus, the fact that he had come ‘in the flesh’ (4:2,3). In 
their ‘higher learning’ they did not acknowledge their sin (1:10); if 
they had no sin they had no need of a saviour. Their Jesus was a 
spiritual, phantom-like being. Hence John’s emphasis on having seen 
and heard and touched Jesus (1:1). Like the later followers of 
Docetism, they taught that the suffering of Jesus was only apparent 
because Jesus only appeared to have a body. John, like the apostle 
Paul (Col 2:9), condemns any teaching that denies the full humanity 
of Jesus Christ, as well as his full divinity. By saying that Jesus Christ 
has come in the flesh, John indicates the pre-existence of Christ. He 
was born of the Virgin Mary after the Holy Spirit overshadowed her 
(Luke 1:35), but Christ was with the Father before this; he was with 
the Father in the beginning (John 1:1).  
 
In his opening words John makes it clear that all have sinned (cf. Rom 
2:23). Moreover, the wages of sin is death (Rom 6:23). Sin must be 
dealt with if we are to be saved from death. Can we deal with our 
own sin? No. All sin is against God, and God alone can forgive us.  
God does this through the sacrifice of his only begotten Son, Jesus 
Christ our Lord. Representing us as human beings, Jesus died on the 
cross, and being God as well as man he rose from the dead because 
death could not hold him (Acts 2:24). This is our salvation. The 
incarnation, the truth of God the Son coming in the flesh, is 
fundamental to the cross and our salvation.  
 
3. Character of hearers 
‘My sheep hear my voice, and I know them and they follow me’ (John 
10:27). Are you listening to the voice of truth or the voice of error? 
John is actually talking to the church- ‘little children’ is plural (4:4). 
The church must be discerning, and if false teachers do not leave 
they must be turned out. And do not go searching for preachers on 
the internet; they may be eloquent and persuasive but are they 
preaching the truth? Besides, what fellowship do you get on the 
internet? 
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If you abide in Jesus, and Jesus abides in you, you have ‘overcome 
them’, overcome the false teachers. ‘He who is in you is greater than 
he who is in the world’ (4:4). You do not have to fear eloquent 
intellectuals or fear any man when you abide in Christ. The ruler of 
this world is a deceiver with no truth in him. But when Jesus comes,   
all lies and deception will be revealed and will be condemned. Take 
comfort from this truth when you think you are losing the battle 
against evil and lies.  
 
After addressing, ‘You who are of God’, John turns to, ‘They who are 
of the world’ (4:5). It is amazing to see people being duped into 
following cult leaders. In a recent case here in Australia I heard of a 
university professor being among the members of a cult. When 
people have no anchor for their souls, they get blown around by any 
wind, and taken in by whatever worldly philosophy comes their way. 
So many people are adrift on the ocean of error that is the world 
today. Rising sea levels are nothing compared to the rising tide of 
ignorance and unbelief. The world listens to anyone who preaches 
lies but turns away for anyone teaching the truth. So dear friend, do 
not be concerned about the crowds following false teachers, 
especially those in the church. Remember what Jesus said about the 
broad way and the narrow way in Matthew 7:13.  
 
Finally, John refers to himself and his fellow apostles saying, ‘We are 
of God’ (4:6). Jesus prayerfully chose twelve men to be his disciples. 
Upon eleven of them he sent the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. Like 
prophets of old, they spoke words given them by God (2Peter 1:21), 
words that the early church recognised as authoritative, and words 
we still recognise as authoritative. If we truly know God we will listen 
to the words found in the Old and New Testaments. If anyone 
refuses to accept these words we know they are not people of God 
(4:6). This is the test we must apply to teachers in the church today.  
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We must discern between the Spirit of truth and the spirit of error 
(4:6). We must take note of a person’s teaching with regard to the 
Trinity and the two natures of Jesus Christ our Lord. We take note of 
who is listening to these teachers and make sure that we are 
listening to men who preach from the Bible. To be discerning and 
test the spirits we must know the Bible ourselves and must be 
walking in the Spirit of truth.  
 


